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When the economy goes south, the knee-jerk reaction of most companies is to cut costs. They
scrutinise their books and see where they can trim the fat. However, when good times return, this
"discipline" to stay lean remains. According to John S. Hamalian, regional director of Dell, Global
Business Excellence (Asia), keeping lean involves more than just the tightening of corporate wallets.
It should also be about gathering an impetus for organisational improvements, for both commercial
and non-profit organisations alike.
Hamalian, who has more than two decades of operational experience in multinational companies in the automotive
and IT industries, likens the corporate philosophy to a taut rubber band – because organisations need "this little bit
of pressure to keep going; to keep getting better; to operate effectively". Yet, the rubber band cannot be too taut
lest it snaps and stresses everyone out. "An organisation that is not lean is like a dangling rubber band with no real
pressure to improve,” he said to the audience at the Lien Centre for Social Innovation's Social Conversation.
(http://www.lcsi.smu.edu.sg/prog_100325.asp)
Lean towards efficiency
Practised by Toyota (http://www.independent.ie/topics/Toyota+Motor+Corporation) since the fifties, 'lean thinking'
is a philosophy that focuses the entire organisation on delivering value to the customer through people involvement
and the relentless elimination of waste.
'Lean thinking' shares similar objectives as Six Sigma, Total Quality Management, Theory of Constraints, and Process
Re-engineering. While Six-Sigma focuses mainly on point improvements and cutting down the number of variables in
order to solve problems, 'lean thinking' focuses more on the end-to-end process flow and the reduction of waste as
viewed by the customer.
The applications tend to be different, but can also be used interchangeably. Six-Sigma applies analytical approaches
to arrive at the root cause and uses a standard methodology to solve issues. 'Lean thinking' applies operational
management techniques and visual approaches such as flowcharting and value stream mapping to study and improve
processes.
One way to understand and apply 'lean thinking' is to look at it in terms of a comprehensive system that comprises
lean concepts as well as other business management principles. Hamalian refers to this as an organisational
operating system comprising four steps:
(1)        Strategy Deployment,
(2)        Process Excellence,
(3)        Operations Management, and
(4)        Continuous Improvement  
Central to success of this system is people – the most important resource and also, the foundation of the
organisation. For the system to succeed, the organisation must be driven by qualified people, strong team spirit and
empowerment, motivation and recognition, open and effective communication, as well as leadership skills and
behaviour. Research has shown a strong positive correlation between 'teamwork and engagement' and results, said
Hamalian.
To start, organisations need to develop and deploy their strategy. No organisation can go far without a strong
strategy and vision. 'Strategy deployment' includes strategy development, how it links with budget development and
the talent management plan, as well as the plan deployment and governance processes.
Next, organisations need to achieve 'process excellence': a vital step to ensure that operations are designed to run
efficiently and customers are well taken care of. Very often, customer needs are not fully identified. To deliver
greater value, organisations have to listen to what customers want. Process Excellence also involves end-to-end
thinking, risk management, and built-in quality. 
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Integral to this second step of Process excellence is waste elimination. In a sense, waste elimination is the very
essence of lean thinking. A shocking truth unknown to many is that “an estimated 40% of all work we do adds no
value from the eyes of the customer,” said Hamalian. To get rid of this waste, we have to pinpoint where the waste
is, in the process flow. This is particularly challenging in a non-physical transaction environment. The 'lean thinking'
way is to make the waste visual and eliminate them, or as Hamalian puts simply, “Take a step back and see.”
Eight types of waste
The first form of waste is waiting time – processes that have to stop because of kinks in the workflow. The second
form is accumulated due to material or information movement. The third is over-processing, which means putting in
more effort than the customer cares. The fourth waste is excess inventory. The fifth refers to unnecessary
movements, like ‘walking back and forth’. The sixth is correcting mistakes or lapses. The seventh is over-production.
The last is unutilised human potential.
To eliminate waste, Hamalian recommends first taking an overview by means of value stream mapping – a visual
technique often used in 'lean thinking'. “It involves all the steps required to complete a product or service from
beginning to end,” he said. “A value stream map follows a product or service’s path from beginning to end, and
provides a visual representation of every process in both the physical and information flows.” Examples of typical
value streams for a non-profit organisation include processes in fund-raising, new member subscription, donor
management, volunteer management, help desk and case management, strategy development and brand building,
outreach and distribution, as well as advocacy and awareness creation.
Keeping lean things moving
Several methodologies can be used to manage workplace operations efficiently and effectively. For instance, the
five 'S's, derived from the Japanese phrases: seiri (‘sort’, referring to the sorting of items); seiton (‘set in order’);
seiso (‘shine’; keeping the workplace tidy); seiketsu (‘standardise’, which, as Taiichi Ohno, creator of the Toyota
production system, once said, “If there is no standard, there can be no improvement.”) and shitsuke (‘sustain’; to
keep all five values going).
An important step of an operations framework is Continuous Improvement. As the Chinese proverb goes, “Be not
afraid of growing slowly; be afraid only of standing still.” An organisation will not grow without continuous
improvements. Some Japanese organisations have adopted the concept of kaizen - change for the better – to which
three main steps are observed: first, understand the current state of the process; second, identify improvement
opportunities; and lastly, develop and implement the future state of the process.
Big Brothers Big Sisters of Puget Sound, the largest mentoring organisation in the state of Washington in America, is
an exemplar of how lean thinking can also better performance in the non-profit sector. As the organisation provides
mentoring services to at least 2,600 children each year, one of the main challenges faced is with the queue system
for volunteers – a process by which background checks are performed to screen volunteers. Long cycle times and
the lack of a mechanism to regulate new applications would often clog up the whole process.
Applying the value stream mapping of lean thinking (with help from some of Boeing's lean experts), Big Brothers Big
Sisters of Puget Sound managed to reduce the average number of people in queue by more than 50%, from 386 to
169. They have also cut the average number of days taken to process volunteers by nearly 75%, from 102 to 26.
These improvements freed up the organisation's resources to manage workflow, thus allowing it to focus on its core
mission of helping children.
Hamalian also shared the story of Lean Engineering, a consultancy that provided lean guidance to a non-profit
organisation dedicated to growth and development for the Hispanic community in the US. Following a revamp of its
processes, the non-profit saw its fund development costs drop from $42 to $18 per $100 while initial customer
satisfaction jumped from 42% to 90%. Turnaround time for petty cash processes were reduced from five weeks to
one week and staff turnover halved from 32% to 16% per annum.
By thinking lean in the operations management sense of the word, organisations learn to see the present state as
something to challenge for improvement instead of always clinging onto the status quo. They also allow themselves
to be more customer-driven as opposed to being activity-driven. They instil a culture of proactive learning instead of
having people cower from reactive change.
Most importantly, they keep organisations dynamic and agile – like a taut rubber band all ready to spring forward.
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